Dr Murray educates the reader painlessly on the aetiology and pathogenesis of multiple sclerosis while presenting the history of the disease. Thus we proceed through clinical description and classification, neuropathology, neurophysiology, immunology, and imaging, with a hint of genetics. The continuing critical theme is neuropathology. From the clinician's point of view the development of magnetic resonance imaging has been key to allowing more precise diagnosis as well as surrogate markers for clinical trials. Until very recently there has been no effective treatment, although a wide range of treatments have been used. It is surprising to see that the current use of steroids for acute relapses is quite recent (high-dose intravenous methylprednisolone replacing corticotropin in the early 1980s, following the pattern of usage by rheumatologists), with the first major controlled trial to demonstrate efficacy of the regimen published in 1987. Interferons, discovered in the 1950s, were initially promoted as a treatment for cancer. In 1977 Lawrence Jacobs of Buffalo, NY, was offered a returned supply of interferon (produced from the foreskin of recently circumcized infants). He was initially interested in using this for the rapidly progressive and fatal illness amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (motor neuron disease) but chose to study multiple sclerosis since there were more patients available. The Food and Drug Administration approved the first interferon for treatment of multiple sclerosis in 1993, with other interferons and copolymer following. The use of the interferons remains controversial, with the National Institute for Clinical Excellence in the UK being equivocal in its advice.
Altogether this is a fascinating and monumental work, a pleasure to read. The contents should be accessible to a wide audience, and provide an excellent understanding of multiple sclerosis, the history of neurology, and the philosophy of science. In his final words Dr Murray offers a conclusion that may be a cliché but reflects the content of the work: 'For every breakthrough identified with an individual, there are her or his many colleagues, coworkers, staff and assistantsthe person who developed the technological step that allowed the research to go forward, the statistician who showed that the work was relevant, the secretarial and administrative staff who kept the absent-minded professors free to pursue their scientific goals, and especially their colleagues, who provided a support system and added ideas and information that allowed them to go forward.' This is the nature and lesson of history.
